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Some effects of the bite of the 
Short-tailed Shrew, Blarina brevicauda 
HOWARD F. KROSCH* 
Folklore, especially in Europe, has long maintained that 
shrews are extremely poisonous. Zoologists have discounted 
this belief as superstition until recently, when it was learned 
that at least two species of shrews - the European water 
shrew, Neomys fodiens, and the American short-tailed shrew, 
Blarina brevicauda - produce a toxin in their sub-maxillary 
glands. 
The effects of this toxin on man are largely unknown. 
Ellis and Krayer ( I 955), studying the effects of shrew toxin 
on cats, mice, and rabbits, speculated that the bite of a shrew 
could be expected to have little effect on man; but Walker, 
et al. ( I 964) stated that the toxin from the short-tailed shrew 
"can cause pain for several days in humans." 
I experienced a severe reaction to a shrew bite which in-
capacitated me for three days. Detailed notes on the effects 
of the bite were made hourly during the first day (while 
symptoms were developing rapidly), daily for the next three 
days (until the symptoms began to recede), and weekly 
thereafter until all symptoms had disappeared. 
In 1962 my brother and I ran a trapline in southern 
Minnesota. On November 29, while checking traps, I ob-
served and captured a short-tailed shrew, Blarina brevicauda 
say. While holding the animal by the scruff of the neck with 
my left hand to examine it, it turned inside of its skin and bit 
me near the base of the thumbnail. 
It appeared as if the animal hooked his upper incisors over 
the cuticle and made the actual punctures with the lower 
incisors. I immediately released my hold and pulled the 
shrew off by the scruff of the neck with my right hand, 
whereupon it again turned inside of its skin and bit my right 
thumb in a similar location. I released the shrew and shook it 
off after it had clung very tenaciously to my right thumb for 
an estimated 5 seconds (it had bitten the left thumb for 
approximately 1-2 seconds before being pulled off). 
Almost immediately (within 10 seconds) both thumbs be-
came very painful. There was a smarting, burning sensation, 
and throbbing like a bee sting. I squeezed as much blood as 
possible from both wounds by wrapping a string tightly in a 
spiral fashion from the base of each thumb to the tip. This 
somewhat relieved the smarting, although both thumbs, es-
pecially the right (which was more severly bitten), were still 
uncomfortable. The smarting was followed by a numbness 
and a tingling sensation around the bites which spread on the 
backs of both thumbs . 
The bites occurred about 2 :30 p.m. At 3:30 the numb-
ness was still present and pain similar to a deep bruise or a 
pulled tendon was present in the proximal joints of both 
thumbs and in my right forearm about 3 inches below the 
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elbow. The areas around the bites had a deep ,reddish dis-
coloration. The soreness continued to spread, and by 5:30 
p.m. the whole right thumb and its web were swollen and 
sore to the touch. A line of white spots with red borders was 
present from the base of the right thumbnail to the wrist. An 
area which was painful to palpation extended from the base 
of the right thumb to the elbow, continuous with the line of 
spots. This followed the course of the radial vein, and was 
presumably caused by inflammation of the vein or lymph 
channels along it. The left hand also was sore and swollen , 
but usable . 
I then soaked my hands in hot water for about 20 min-
utes, which somewhat relieved the symptoms. The line of 
white spots disappeared, although the painful area from the 
base of the right thumbnail to the elbow persisted and a 
similar pain appeared in the right annpit. 
The next day, November 30, the symptoms still appeared 
to be spreading. The right side of my chest and abdomen 
were somewhat sore, and the swelling and soreness in my 
right hand had spread so that the thumb, index and middle 
fingers of that hand were not usuable. My appetite was de-
creased and I was quite drowsy, although there was no nau-
sea. I spent most of the day in bed, sleeping about half the 
time. 
On December I, I felt much the same, though the right 
hand seemed slightly less painful. Soreness in the chest and 
abdomen, drowsiness, and loss of appetite were still evident. 
The right hand was still swollen and unusable, the left hand 
was somewhat sore, but usable. During the night I suffered 
severe cramps in the calf of my right leg. 
On December 2 there was definite improvement. The right 
hand was somewhat less swollen, and the other symptoms, 
while still present, had subsided. 
On December 3, I felt well enough to drive the car around 
the trapline but did no walking. The right hand was still 
sensitive, and a stinging sensation developed when it became 
cold. The hand was still painful and too weak for heavy 
work. 
From this time on, the symptoms gradually diminished, 
but even on December IO the right hand and arm were still 
sore and sensitive to cold. The area along the radial vein was 
still sensitive to palpation, but not nearly as much as previ-
ously, and the soreness was gone from chest or abdomen. 
By December 17, practically all symptoms had vanished 
except for soreness in the right hand when doing heavy work 
or when the hand became chilled. That soreness also dis-
appeared during the next week. By December 24 the only 
noticeable effect was weakness of the right hand, which may 
have been brought about by lack of exercise. 
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